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Background: The outbreak of COVID-19 has brought about radical changes in social life. The study focuses on a special group, Chinese undergraduate students with left-behind experiences. Specifically, the study addresses how such students feel and grasp the meaning in life and how they adapt to the current social environment after experiencing the impermanence of life. The correlation between the meaning in life and social adjustment in the post-epidemic period is evaluated.

Methods: The Meaning in Life Scale and the Social Adjustment Scale were used to test 988 undergraduate students. Multi-factor analysis, correlation, regression, and dominance analysis were performed on the test results.

Results: (1) During the epidemic, Chinese undergraduate students generally had low meaning in life scores, including below-average values for life goals, and middle-range scores for social adjustment. (2) Having or not having left-behind experiences had an important influence on the meaning in life and social adjustment of undergraduates: undergraduates with left-behind experiences performed better than those without left-behind experiences in terms of meaning in life, while their social adjustment was weaker than those without left-behind experiences. (3) The zest for life and freedom of life of undergraduates in both groups negatively predicted social adjustment, and zest for life preferentially influenced social adjustment. Zest for life also had a significant effect on life value in the group without left-behind experiences. Zest for life was a priority factor influencing social adjustment.

Conclusion: The epidemic and left-behind experiences are important factors influencing the relationship between meaning in life and social adjustment among Chinese undergraduate students.
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INTRODUCTION

In late 2019 and early 2020, a “storm” of COVID-19 swept the whole world. Most Chinese were stuck at home, using their devices and screens to communicate and maintain social contact. Screens were now used to convey good news that relatives and friends were safe and bad news about illnesses and death, causing an inordinate amount of tension and stress. Currently, China has entered the phase of regular epidemic prevention and control. Its college undergraduates, with a large portion receiving cross-regional education, rely more on the Internet for distance learning. These students often have to wear masks, show health codes, get vaccinated and undergo nucleic acid tests. Changes in their learning/living environments tended to increase anxiety, depression, confusion, and helplessness (1, 2). In such a context, how should Chinese undergraduate students with left-behind experiences feel and grasp meaning in life? What are the special manifestations and patterns of social adjustment? How is meaning in life related to social adjustment? These questions have important implications for psychological well-being, and they inspire the current research.

Left-behind experience is a concept that is used to describe what a Chinese undergraduate student experiences when they are currently enrolled at a college or University and have lived apart from their out-working parent(s) for more than half a year in the juvenile period (3). Left-behind children represent a particular phenomenon in China's economic development. They account for about 14-26% of the population at institutions of higher education, and as high as 78.24% at vocational colleges (4, 5). Left-behind experiences can generate loneliness during a critical time in a person's development. As a result, Chinese undergraduates with left-behind experiences have underperformed both socially and mentally during the COVID epidemic (6).

Life meaning is a concept proposed by the famous psychologist Viktor Frankl. It includes a person's awareness and pursuit of purposes and goals in life (7). Undergraduate students are in the early stage of youth, a crucial period for personality development and ego identity, and they have the will to actively pursue meaning in life (8, 9). People who have found their meaning in life are psychologically healthier and adapt better socially (10–12). In comparison, those who lack such meaning tend to experience loneliness (13, 14), anxiety, and depression (15). Furthermore, Chinese undergraduate students with left-behind experiences have less momentum in their search for meaning, and the momentum decreases with time (16).

Social adaptation is a process of positive interaction between the individual and the external environment – an environment from which the individual continuously obtains information and makes adjustments (17). Late puberty is a complex time in a person's life. It is a time of physical and mental changes, along with social transitions (18). One study found that parental roles are usually absent in left-behind adolescents' socialization, resulting in lower adaptability (19). However, this may also be a positive factor because it encourages young people with left-behind experiences to deal with problems and enhance their own social adaptability (3).

At present, there are some studies with undergraduates that suggest meaning in life is significantly and positively correlated with social adjustment and serves as an effective predictor of social adjustment (20–22). However, concerning the relationship between meaning in life and social adjustment, there are no direct studies that involve undergraduate students with left-behind experiences. In sum, we believe it is important to address the issues and difficulties that Chinese undergraduate students with left-behind experiences face during this challenging time. Hopefully, interventions can be found and applied.

To this end, the hypothesis of this study is that life meaning and social adjustment of Chinese undergraduates with left-behind experiences have unique characteristics in the post-epidemic period. Meaning of life is correlated with social adjustment, and there are dominant factors. The epidemic and left-behind experiences are important factors influencing the relationship between meaning in life and social adjustment among Chinese undergraduate students.



METHODS


Participants

The selection criteria for undergraduate students with left-behind experiences include: (1) being currently enrolled at a college or University and once lived apart from their out-working parent(s) for more than half a year in the juvenile period; (2) having an age between 18 and 22, considering gender, grade, residence and number of children; (3) not having a severe physical illness or mental illness. The inclusion criteria for ordinary college students are the same as above (except Item 1). Each participant voluntarily answered all questions and signed an informed consent.

Through convenience sampling method, 1,050 questionnaires were distributed online, and 988 valid ones were recovered, with an effective recovery rate of 94.09%. The distribution of participants is shown in Table 1.


Table 1. Distribution of participants.
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Research Tools
 
Meaning of Life Scale (MLS)

The Meaning of Life Scale in this study was revised by Dong (23) with reference to Song (24). It consists of 18 questions in 4 dimensions of life enthusiasm, life goal, life value, and life freedom. Answers were given on a 7-point Likert scale – the higher the score, the greater the sense of meaning in life. The coefficient alpha (α) of the full scale in this study is 0.886.



Social Adaptation Scale (SAS)

The Chinese College Student Adjustment Scale (25) consists of 60 questions in 7 dimensions of satisfaction, emotional adaptation, study adaptation, occupational adaptation, self-adaptation, interpersonal adaptation, and campus adaptation. Answers were given on a 5-point Likert scale – the higher the score, the better the social adaptability. The coefficient alpha (α) of the full scale in this study is 0.933.




Testing Method and Process

We used a MANOVA, a correlation, and a multiple regression analysis to explore the predictive roles of the various variables. A dominance analysis was also used to further investigate the relative importance of each influencing factor. By calculating the mean of the direct, overall, and partial effects of each independent variable, a dominance analysis can decompose the contribution of each independent variable to the total variance of the dependent variables into a percentage in the predicted variance. This way, the analysis makes itself model-independent and free from the impact of different variable combinations, thus showing the relative importance of each independent variable more accurately (26).

We adopted the testing method of one-to-one online inquiry. Initially, a researcher briefs the purpose and significance of the survey to a participant and obtains informed consent. Participants are asked to answer all questions on the questionnaire, independently, and item by item. If a question arises, the researcher responds efficiently via the network. The testing time is 5–10 min. After all questionnaires are completed and collected, some are selected randomly for online one-on-one interviews. Our research was approved by the Ethics Review Committee at the University where the lead researchers work. We used SPSS 22.0 for all statistical analyses.




RESEARCH RESULTS


Characteristics of Life Meaning and Social Adaptation

Overall, participants scored low on meaning in life, below-average on life goal, and at the medium level on social adjustment (Table 2).


Table 2. Descriptive statistics of MLS and SAS scores among undergraduates.
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A multi-factor ANOVA of two variables suggested that there were main and interaction effects for each dimension of meaning in life and social adjustment (Table 3).


Table 3. Multi-factor ANOVA of MLS and SAS scores (n = 988).
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Characteristics of Life Meaning

Concerning the MLS dimensions on life enthusiasm, the main effect of having a left-behind experience or not was significant (p < 0.001), with having a left-behind experience greater than not having a left-behind experience. The interaction effect between gender and origin was also significant (p < 0.05); according to simple effect tests, females scored lower than males among urban participants (p < 0.05), and urban scored lower than rural among female participants (p < 0.001). On life goal, the main effect of having a left-behind experience or not was significant (p < 0.01), with having a left-behind experience greater than not having a left-behind experience. On life value, the interaction effect between having a left-behind experience or not and being an only child or not was significant (p < 0.01); according to simple effect tests, having a left-behind experience was greater than not having a left-behind experience among only-child participants (p < 0.001), and only-child participants was greater than non-only-child participants, among participants with a left-behind experience (p < 0.01). On life freedom, the interaction effect between having a left-behind experience or not and origin was significant (p < 0.05); according to simple effect tests, not having a left-behind experience was less than having a left-behind experience among urban participants (p < 0.001), and urban was less than rural among participants without a left-behind experiences (p < 0.01). On the total score on meaning in life, the interaction effect between having a left-behind experience or not and being an only child or not was significant (p < 0.05); according to simple effect tests, having a left-behind experience was greater than not having a left-behind experience among only-child participants (p < 0.001), and only-child participants were greater than non-only-child participants, among participants with a left-behind experience (p < 0.01).



Characteristics of Social Adaptation

Concerning the SAS dimensions on satisfaction, the main effect of having a left-behind experience or not was significant (p < 0.01), with not having a left-behind experience greater than having a left-behind experience. On emotional adaptation, the interaction effect among gender, being an only child or not, and origin was significant (p < 0.01); according to a simple effect test, urban was greater than rural among female participants (p < 0.05). On study adaptation, the interaction effect among gender, having a left-behind experience or not, being an only child or not, and origin was significant (p < 0.05). According to simple effect tests, not having a left-behind experience was greater than having a left-behind experience among male and female participants under the interaction effect between gender and having a left-behind experience or not (p < 0.05); urban was greater than rural among females under the interaction effect between gender and origin (p < 0.05); not having a left-behind experience was greater than having a left-behind experience among urban participants under the interaction effect between origin and having a left-behind experience or not (p < 0.05); urban was greater than rural among non-only-child participants under the interaction effect between origin and being an only child or not (p < 0.05); and not having a left-behind experience was greater than having a left-behind experience among only-child participants under the interaction effect between being an only child or not and having a left-behind experience or not (p < 0.05). On occupational adaptation, the interaction effect among gender, being an only child or not, and origin was significant (p < 0.05), with urban greater than rural among females (p < 0.05) and urban greater than rural among non-only child participants (p < 0.05). On self-adaptation, the main effect of having a left-behind experience or not was significant (p < 0.05), with not having a left-behind experience greater than having a left-behind experience. The interaction effect among gender, being an only child or not, and origin was significant (p < 0.05), with urban greater than rural among females (p < 0.01). On interpersonal adaptation, the main effect of having a left-behind experience or not was significant (p < 0.05), with not having a left-behind experience greater than having a left-behind experience. On campus adaptation, the main effect of having a left-behind experience or not was significant (p < 0.05), with not having a left-behind experience greater than having a left-behind experience. The interaction effect between gender and origin was significant (p < 0.05), with females greater than males among urban participants (p < 0.01) and urban greater than rural among females (p < 0.01). On the total score on social adjustment, the main effect of having a left-behind experience or not was significant (p < 0.01), with not having a left-behind experience greater than having a left-behind experience. The interaction effect among gender, being an only child or not, and origin was significant (p < 0.05), with urban greater than rural among females (p < 0.001) and among non-only-child participants (p < 0.05).




Correlation and Regression Analysis of Life Meaning and Social Adaptation

Through the multi-factor ANOVA, it was found that having a left-behind experience or not was a key influencing factor on meaning in life and social adjustment. To explore the influence of a left-behind experience on these two aspects from each dimension, we divided the participants into two groups for a correlation and regression analysis.

As can be seen from Table 4, there was a significant negative correlation between participants with and without a left-behind experience on all dimensions of meaning in life and social adjustment (rwith = −0.25 ~ −0.61, mean p < 0.01; rwithout = −0.14 ~ −0.70, mean p < 0.05).


Table 4. Correlation analysis of life meaning and social adaptation.
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Table 5 shows a significant negative predictive effect of life enthusiasm and life freedom on social adjustment among participants with a left-behind experience, and the same for life enthusiasm, life value, and life freedom on social adjustment among participants without a left-behind experience.


Table 5. Regression analysis of life meaning on social adaptation.
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Dominance Analysis of Life Meaning to Social Adaptation

Life meaning was a significant predictor of social adjustment, but the traditional multiple regression method could not accurately determine the relative importance of each life meaning dimension in influencing social adjustment. Therefore, a further investigation was planned through a dominance analysis.

As shown in Table 6, the contribution of life enthusiasm was strongest among the participants with a left-behind experience for predicting social adjustment. Likewise, the contribution of life enthusiasm was the strongest, and life value the weakest, among the participants without a left-behind experience for predicting social adjustment. Life enthusiasm was the dominant factor that influences social adjustment in both groups.


Table 6. Relative importance of each life meaning dimension for social adaptation.
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DISCUSSION


Characteristics of Life Meaning and Social Adaptation

On the whole, undergraduate students in this study scored slightly below average on meaning in life, and toward the middle on social adjustment during the post-epidemic period. There were significant differences between total scores on meaning in life and social adjustment, and also most dimensions (except emotional and occupational adaptation) related to having a left-behind experience or not. On meaning in life, having a left-behind experience was greater than not having a left-behind experience. The opposite occurred for social adjustment.

For meaning in life, studies have shown that undergraduate students with left-behind experiences underperform relative to other groups (16). There are contradictory results, however, suggesting that during a public health emergency, an epidemic, an individual's mental state will change with the external environment, revealing unique manifestations that last for a longer period (27). The interviews in this research uncovered a deeper view of meaning in life in the participants with a unique left-behind experience. Examples of statements during the epidemic's trial of life and death include: “Life is fragile, but tenacious” and “Find out how to live and don't ask why.” Chinese culture refers to an obstacle faced by an individual as “a great test to mind before a great mission invested” to “strengthen a person's resilience and inadequacies” – optimistic explanations of the hardship in life (28). In this sense, if the lack of parental companionship represents an uncontrollable external challenge, then an undergraduate student's stronger sense of meaning in life is the result of an autonomous choice in this environment. In comparison, undergraduates without a left-behind experience during the epidemic have mostly enjoyed parental companionship before college, which leads to less independence (29), a lack of deeper thinking on meaning in life, and lower scores on meaning in life.

Life enthusiasm is an individual's feeling for his or her current life. In this study, urban females scored lower than urban males and rural females. This is because gender and origin suggest different perspectives on life and generate different levels of psychological mindedness (30). Life freedom is the autonomy of an individual's life. In this study, urban undergraduate students without a left-behind experience scored lower than both urban and rural undergraduates with such an experience. Undergraduate students with a left-behind experience behave more independently and rely more on themselves to make decisions (29). Since most rural families have poorer conditions compared with urban ones, rural undergraduates act more maturely.

Life value is an individual's identification with his or her value, and the total score on meaning in life reflects an individual's general meaning in life. In this study, only-child undergraduates with a left-behind experience scored higher than non-only-child undergraduates with such an experience and only-child undergraduates without such an experience. This is because undergraduate students with left-behind experiences are more likely to respond negatively to things (31), which eventually fosters negative feelings. But sometimes, this enables a relatively objective evaluation of their own abilities and identification with their life value. Growing up with family love and more social support (32), only-child undergraduates can explore their life value and interpret meaning in a way that reflects the current situation.

On social adjustment, the existing literature suggests that a left-behind experience can encourage undergraduates to live more positively, leading to better social adjustment, compared to those without such an experience (3). But in this study, in terms of social adjustment, the undergraduate students with a left-behind experience scored lower than those without. On the one hand, this might be relevant to the absence of parental roles during childhood socialization for those with a left-behind experience (19). Then in turn, their social adaptability is lower during the epidemic. On the other hand, most undergraduates and parents are bound together at home during this difficult time. Thus, the major changes in family structures, parent-child patterns, and economic conditions, impact undergraduates with a left-behind experience far more than those who have spent more time with their parents. During this unique time, family relationships can directly influence left-behind children's social adjustment, and therefore, their behavior (33). When interviewed about social adjustment, undergraduate students with a left-behind experience often emphasized the impact of family changes: “I feel like the epidemic has caused more family conflicts.” As this group of students devote more cognitive resources to adjusting to the dramatic changes in their families, there is a sharp decline in resources for social adjustment.

Campus adaptation is an individual's ability to enjoy a smooth college life. Previous studies indicated that urban undergraduate students had better campus adaptability than corresponding rural students (34), irrespective to any gender differences (18). But in this study, urban females outperformed urban males and rural females. This may be due to females' higher self-control than males (35, 36). Emotional adaptation is an individual's ability to control and maintain emotions, occupational adaptation is an individual's decision and preparation for a career goal, and self-adaptation is an individual's awareness and evaluation of his/her ego, as well as the maintenance of positive feelings. As for the total score on social adjustment, it is a holistic assessment of an individual's social adjustment. The current study showed a significant interaction effect among gender, being an only child or not, and origin for the above dimensions. In general, urban females performed better than urban males and rural females. Perhaps females have better emotional perceptions, mental expectations for career choice, and self-knowledge, compared to males (35–39). Also, perhaps urban undergraduates have better emotional control and expression, independence, and adaptation, compared to rural undergraduates (34, 40).

Study adaptation is the mental and behavioral process by which an individual achieves equilibrium with his/her learning environment. In this study, undergraduate students without a left-behind experience outperformed those with such an experience. Also, urban females scored higher than urban males and rural females. This is consistent with research that urban undergraduates adjust better to learning environments and undergraduates without a left-behind experience have higher academic achievements (34, 41). But it is inconsistent with the conclusion that males adjust better to learning environments (42, 43). It is likely that studying online requires more self-discipline, especially when teachers' supervision is minimal during an epidemic. When it comes to self-control and self-regulation, females usually win out (36, 44). Apparently, they also show better adaptability for difficult learning situations.

In short, the characteristics of meaning in life and social adjustment for undergraduates with a left-behind experience are not only a reflection of their past, but also an interpretation of meaning in life and a reflection of their social adjustment during a global crisis.



Correlation, Regression, and Dominance Analysis of Life Meaning, Social Adaptation, and Left-Behind Experience

In this study, there were significant negative correlations and negative predictive relationships, to varying degrees, for each dimension of meaning in life and social adjustment among undergraduate students with or without a left-behind experience. Based on a hierarchical regression analysis, the social adjustment of undergraduates with a left-behind experience was influenced by life enthusiasm and freedom – two factors of meaning in life. The social adjustment of undergraduates without a left-behind experience was influenced by life enthusiasm, freedom, and value – three factors of meaning in life. Unlike those with a left-behind experience, life value entered the regression equation in this group. Based on a dominance analysis, in terms of the prediction of social adjustment, life enthusiasm contributed most of the explained variance (56.19%), among undergraduates with a left-behind experience. Likewise, life enthusiasm contributed the most (40.96%), and life value the least (14.76%), among those without a left-behind experience. Overall, concerning the influence of meaning in life on social adjustment, the two groups of undergraduate students showed certain commonalities in these two aspects, and demonstrated the uniqueness of the contributing variable “having a left-behind experience or not.”

Previous studies concluded that undergraduates' meaning in life was an effective predictor of their social adjustment (20–22). This is in contrast to the current results. Life meaning is an individual's recognition and pursuit of his/her goals in life, while social adjustment is an individual's positive interaction with the environment. Before the COVID outbreak, undergraduate students lived freely on campus as relatively independent adults. They had much more time to imagine and assume what their life would be like and what meaning they might find. Thus, their sense of meaning in life was mostly positive and enabled them to face joys and sorrows of life with optimism. In turn, this enhances social adaptability.

But since the epidemic, life has been more fragile. Students stay at home, not knowing where life might lead them. Meaning in life has become a riddle, and its pursuit is suspended. A survey conducted during 2019–2020, suggests that 18.5% of Chinese undergraduate students are prone to depression, and 8.4% have a tendency toward anxiety (45). Fear, loneliness, anxiety, and depression have become more prevalent. Without thinking as much about the past or future, undergraduate students are more likely to live in the present and try to cherish every moment (45). In an interview, one student pointed out, “One must live to carry love. Life needs communication, help, and company; it wants sunshine, air, activities, and places for free activities; it asks for food and fun; and it demands feeling and thinking. Life is not a past tense, nor is it a present perfect tense. It is always in the present moment. So, cherish life and cherish the moment.”

The idea of living in the moment and suspending the pursuit of meaning in life enables Chinese undergraduate students to detach themselves from the volatile experience, face the epidemic, and cherish the present with the satisfaction of being alive. The entire society changed rapidly with the onset of COVID-19. People were overwhelmed with the sudden anti-epidemic fight, lock-down, and for students this included the transition to online courses. To adapt to these changes and survive every moment of the present, undergraduate students devoted more cognitive resources to social adjustment, hoping to reach a new balance with the epidemic environment, as opposed to devoting those resources for pursuing meaning in life. This is why their meaning in life and social adjustment show a negative correlation and negative prediction, different from what used to be normal. It is likely that this way of coping will continue in the post-epidemic period of regular prevention and control.

The results of the hierarchical regression and dominance analysis suggested more subtle differences between the undergraduate students with and without a left-behind experience in predicting social adjustment on the dimensions of meaning in life. Overall, both life enthusiasm and freedom played an important role in predicting social adjustment for meaning in life, with enthusiasm proving a dominant influence. But to students without a left-behind experience, life value also matters. Life value refers to an individual's identification with his/her life value. Undergraduates without such experience identify their life value not only from their own perception and experience, but also from the people around them, including their parents. This way, they can feel higher social support (46), obtain a greater sense of safety (47, 48), and find it easier to recognize their meaning in life. The identification with life value will give these undergraduates more courage to face the complex epidemic environment and other challenges.

In sum, the differences in the predicted social adjustment of meaning in life between our two groups of Chinese undergraduate students actually reflect the important role of a left-behind experience in shaping an individual's mindset and perspective.

The current study is limited because it relied solely on explicit, consciously controlled self-reports. Life meaning and social adjustment include both explicit and implicit (less conscious) cognitive processes (49, 50). The results of existing research about explicit and implicit processes are ambiguous. Some studies have demonstrated that explicit and implicit processes are independent of each other, while others indicate explicit and implicit measures assess the same construct (51, 52). The present research will inspire us to conduct future studies on the implicit and explicit natures of both meaning in life and social adaptation of Chinese undergraduates with left-behind experiences.




CONCLUSION

Overall, Chinese undergraduate students scored low on meaning in life, below-average on life goal, and at a medium level on social adjustment during the epidemic. Undergraduates with a left-behind experience out-performed those without such an experience in terms of meaning in life, but underperformed in terms of social adjustment. Life enthusiasm and freedom of the students in both groups had a negative predictive effect on social adjustment, with life enthusiasm showing greater influence. Life value in the group without a left-behind experience also made an important impact. The epidemic environment and a left-behind experience were key factors influencing the relationship between meaning in life and social adjustment among Chinese undergraduate students.
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